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Summary 
This paper gives a new account of Roman birthday-cult and the genius in the works of Horace. 
Horace’s implicit theology of genius, it argues, related the public sphere of the nascent State 
(itself buttressed by birthday cult) to the private sphere of his relationship to Maecenas, and to 
the solitary sphere of his relationship to himself. At its core, this paper solves two problems 
raised by his final birthday-poem, Odes IV,11, “The Blood-Offering Problem” and “The 
Birthday Problem”. In revealing Horace’s identification of his births and rebirths with those of 
Maecenas, this paper reveals Horace’s novel coordination of cosmos, imperium and the 
individual, in ways that clarify his poetry, his new political theology of empire, and the history 
of birthday cult. 
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Births, Rebirths, and Horace’s genius: A Study of Odes IV,11 
A.J. Kachuck (Trinity College, Cambridge) 
 
“Moreover, some Romans, it is not clear when, began to celebrate the birthday of a friend, as Horace did 
Maecenas’ and Silius Italicus Vergil’s; Tibullus wrote a poem for the birthdays of Messala and Cornutus, 
Persius for that of Macrinus. But all this belonged to the private sphere, whereas Caesar’s birthday was, 
like that of the Persian, Egyptian, and Hellenistic kings, a public festival”1. 
 
So wrote STEFAN WEINSTOCK in a too-often ignored magnum opus that, despite its 
occasional infelicities, opened up new paths for the study of the interactions of the theology 
and politics in the imperial policies and dreams of Julius Caesar and his successors. As 
Weinstock showed, birthday-cult played a major role in Caesar’s designs, in ways mirrored by 
apparent developments in the private celebrations of birthdays in the mid-1st century BCE. This 
paper builds on Weinstock’s insight to attempt three things. First, it hazards solutions to two 
problems raised by the culmination of Horace’s life-long interest in birthday-poems, Odes 
IV,11 (1. “The Blood-Offering Problem” ; 2. “The Birthday Problem”) and to show how such 
“problems” themselves have emerged from too literal an approach to birthdays at Rome and 
too narrow an approach to individual ritual practice in antiquity2. Second, it shows how these 
apparent Horatian problems are in fact the product of Horace’s intentional attempts throughout 
his poetic oeuvre to associate himself with his friend and patron Maecenas, making use of the 
new malleability of calender dates and birthdates in his age to institute a practice it calls 
“rebirthdays”. Third, it suggests how these birthday-poems built on Horace’s theory of the 
genius (on which, more below) in such a way as connected individual self-fashioning to the 
new imperial cosmology of the age of Augustus and the Principate to which he gave birth. In 
conclusion, it suggests that Horace’s interest in birthdays, and on the cult of the genius centred 
upon them, amounted to an “implicit theology” of the genius that united three existential 
spheres that Weinstock’s formulation still keeps distinct: the public sphere of the nascent State, 
the private sphere of Horace’s relationship to Maecenas, and the solitary sphere of the poet’s 
relationship to himself3. In this way, this paper aims to contribute to further studies of the 
 
1 STEFAN WEINSTOCK, Divus Julius, Oxford, 1971, p. 207. 
2 By “problem”, I mean something like Plutarch’s Roman Questions, accounted a forerunner of the oddity-focused 
anthropology of CLYDE KLUCKHORN by MAURIZIO BETTINI, “Anthropology”, in ALESSANDRO BARCHIESI & 
WALTER SCHEIDEL (edd.), The Oxford Handbook of Roman Studies, Oxford, pp. 250–265. 
3 By “implicit theology” I mean “the recurrent, often diffuse clusters of associations linking words, images, and 
themes from text to text” (RENAUD GAGNÉ, Ancestral Fault in Ancient Greece, Cambridge, 2013, pp. 22–23). 
On Horace and birthdays, see ARNOLD BRADSHAW, ‘Horace’s Birthday and Deathday’, in TONY WOODMAN and 
DENIS FEENEY, Traditions and Contexts in the Poetry of Horace, Cambridge, 2002, 1-16. 
Pre-publication draft of an article that will appear with further edits and reformatting in Asdiwal: Revue genevoise 
d'anthropologie et d'histoire des religions (July, 2020); to cite, please consult this issue. 
 
© Kachuck 2020 
 
3 
corpus of Horace and of the new coordination of cosmos, imperium, and the individual that he 
and his age helped usher in4. 
 
The “Problems” and HORACE Odes IV, 11 
 Our departure point will be the two problems of cult and fact that seem to arise in 
Horace’s reference to his own and Maecenas’ birthdays. 
 
1. The “Blood-Offering Problem”: Censorinus’ De die natale (238 CE) cites the great antiquarian Varro 
(late Ist cent. BCE) as noting that “Our ancestors had this as a custom and practice, that, when it came to 
fulfilling the religious obligation for the genius on one’s birthday, they would keep their hands from 
slaughter and bloodshed, lest on that day, on which they first took up the light, they should take it away 
from another.”5 Why, then, does Horace, in the last of his examples of the “birthday-poem” 
(genethliacon), Odes IV,11, honour the birthday of Maecenas (13 April) with, among other things, the 
sacrifice of lamb? 
2. The “Birthday Problem”: According to Suetonius (late Ist cent. CE), Horace was born on what we would 
call 8 December 65 BCE. According to Odes IV,11, Maecenas was born on 13 April. Given that one’s 
“star” generally reflected what Horace calls the day and hour of one’s birth, why, then, does Horace in 
another Ode seem to suggest to Maecenas that “for both of us the star (astrum) coincides in a miraculous 
way” (Carm. II,17,12 utrumque nostrum incredibili modo consentit astrum)? 
 
In order to answer these twinned problems, we begin from the end, the great culmination of 
the birthday-complex linking Horace to Maecenas, Odes IV,11: 
 
 Est mihi nonum superantis annum 
plenus Albani cadus, est in horto, 
Phylli, nectendis apium coronis, 
     est hederae vis 
 
I have a jar filled with Alban wine that has 
survived nine years, and in my garden I 
have, o Phyllis, celery fit for weaving 
crowns, and a great force of ivy with which, 
5 multa, qua crinis religata fulges,  
ridet argento domus, ara castis 
having bound your hair, you shine. The 
house smiles with silver, the altar bound 
 
4 Upcoming work by the author will address Horace’s birthday-poems as sources for theories and practices of 
personal identity from the Renaissance on, through a study of ALBERTINO MUSSATO’s De Celebratione Suae 
Diei Nativitatis Fienda Vel Non (1317) and its influence. For a recent treatment of the history of the birthday 
(esp. since the Reformation), see JEAN-CLAUDE SCHMITT, L’Invention de l’anniversaire, Arkhé, 2009. On the 
nachleben of Horace’s notions of the Genius, especially in medieval Europe, see ERNST ROBERT CURTIUS, 
European Literature in the Latin Middle Ages, Bollingen, 1953, 118 n. 30; JANE CHANCE NIETZCHE, The 
Genius Figure in Antiquity and the Middle Ages, New York, 1975. 
5 CENS. 2.2 id moris institutique maiores nostri tenuerunt, ut, cum die natali munus annale genio solverent, manum 
a caede ac sanguine abstinerent, ne die, qua ipsi lucem accepissent, alii demerent. 
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vincta verbenis avet immolato 
     spargier agno; 
 
with chaste verbena longs to be sprinkled 




cuncta festinat manus, huc et illuc 
cursitant mixtae pueris puellae,  
sordidum flammae trepidant rotantes 
     vertice fumum. 
 
The whole staff rushes, girls mixed with 
boys rush here and there, and the flames, 
turning round, make shake the sordid 





Ut tamen noris quibus advoceris 
gaudiis, Idus tibi sunt agendae, 
qui dies mensem Veneris marinae 
     findit Aprilem, 
 
So that you may know to what joys you have 
been summoned, it is the Ides that you must 
observe, that day that splits the month of 






iure sollemnis mihi sanctiorque 
paene natali proprio, quod ex hac 
luce Maecenas meus affluentis 
     ordinat annos. 
 
a day justly solemn for me, and more 
sacred, almost, than my own birthday, for 
from this light my Maecenas counts out his 
outflowing years.  
 
 Telephum, quem tu petis, occupavit 
non tuae sortis iuvenem puella 
dives et lasciva tenetque grata 
     compede vinctum. 
 
Telephus, the youth whom you desire, is 
possessed by a girl not of your lot, and rich, 
and lascivious, who holds him bound in 
lovely bonds.  
 
25 Terret ambustus Phaethon avaras 
spes et exemplum grave praebet ales 
Pegasus terrenum equitem gravatus 
     Bellerophontem, 
 
Phaethon, burned, puts fright to greedy 
hopes, and winged Pegasus proffers a 
weighty example, being weighted down by 




semper ut te digna sequare et ultra 
quam licet sperare nefas putando 
disparem vites. Age iam, meorum 
     finis amorum 
 
always follow what is fit for you, by thinking 
it wrong to hope for what is beyond you, to 
avoid one who isn’t your equal. Come now, 





(non enim posthac alia calebo 
femina), condisce modos, amanda 
voce quos reddas; minuentur atrae 
     carmine curae. 
for after you I’ll be warmed by no other 
woman—learn the lyric modes that you will 
render with that voice of yours that will be 
loved: dark cares are lessened by song. 
 
The poem is a sympotic invitation. A good fit for a book of poetry so interested in questions of 
time and ritual celebrations, it also has features typical of a genethliacon carmen, or “birthday 
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poem”, a sub-genre that came into being, and into its own, in the period following Julius 
Caesar’s radical “reform” of the calendar in 45 BCE, and of which Horace’s ode on Maecenas’ 
birthday is a crowning example6. Such features include the birthday’s adventus, specialness, 
season, along with elements seemingly typical of genius-cult, including altar, wine, flowers, 
garlands, music, dining, and love7. We will have more to say about the genius later in the 
article, but for now we can leave it in italics and give it the basic definition that Horace himself 
gave it in his Epistle to Florus (ll. 187–9): “that fellow-traveller who governs one’s birth-star, 
god of a human nature, mortal with respect to each person’s life, changeable in appearance, 
white and black”8. Maecenas’ genius, implicit perhaps in birthday-cult, may lie behind 
Horace’s unusual vocative, Maecenas meus; this, Horace’s only attachment of a possessive 
pronoun to his friend, underlines their intimacy, while also recalling how a pater familias and 
patron might be honoured by parasites as meus genius, “my genius”9. If the poem is written for 
Maecenas, it is not written to him, but to Phyllis, a fact that has bothered certain commentators, 
for whom the apparent disjunction between first and second half suggests disunity. For even if 
this poem is meant to honour Maecenas’ genius, it seems geared as much, if not more, to 
allowing Horace to “indulge his genius” (genio indulgere), as PERSIUS (V,151) put it a century 
later. For such indulgence, nothing suited better than Horace’s wine and flowers: Tibullus asks 
that “the genius be soaked in pure wine” (TIB. II,2,8 genius madeat . . . mero), Horace predicts 
that his friend Aelius Vetustus will, tomorrow, likely his birthday, “treat his genius with wine” 
(HOR. Carm. III,17,4 genium mero curabis), and when Christians eventually ban genius cult—
a practice to which people were attached enough to require not only a direct prohibition but 
also their sublimation into the observance of saint-days—the Theodosian Code specifically 
forbids one to “venerate the genius with wine or by hanging up garlands” (Cod. Theod. 
16.10.12 pr. Nullus . . . mero genium . . . veneratus . . . serta suspendat). In this poem, wine, 
flowers, Maecenas, and most especially Phyllis, “the last of my loves,” all give joy under the 
shadow of death, a microcosm of what Horace thought the role of the “genius, mindful of short 
life” (Epist. II,1,144 genium memorem breuis aevi)—our own and, “mortal with respect to each 
person’s life” as it is, its own, too. 
 
6 For other examples, compare CRINAGORAS (Anth. Pal. VI,227; 261; 345), TIBULLUS (I,7; II,2), SULPICIA 
([TIB.] III,11, 14, 15), PROPERTIUS (IV,10), and OVID (Trist. III,13; V,5). On HOR. Odes IV, see MICHAEL 
PUTNAM, Artifices of Eternity etc., Ithaca, 1986, esp. 184–197; cf. RICHARD THOMAS, Horace: Odes Book IV 
and Carmen Saeculare, Cambridge, 2011 passim. 
7 See FRANCIS CAIRNS, “Horace Odes 3.17 and the Genre Genethliakon” in Roman Lyric: Collected Papers on 
Catullus and Horace, De Gruyter, 2012, 412-440; KATHARINA BURKHARD, Das antike Geburtstagsgedicht. 
Zürich, 1992 treats the genre in explicitly non-religious terms.  
8 For text and discussion, see below. 
9 Cf. PLAUT. Capt. 879, Curc. 301, Men. 137. 
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The poem thus describes several Girardian love-triangles. Horace and Phyllis will 
consummate their love for one another (the poet hopes) through mutual adoration (in a 
technical sense) of Maecenas, the beloved (but usefully absent) tertium. Alongside this triangle, 
there is another: Phyllis loves Telephus, but another girl—richer, freer than Phyllis—holds 
Telephus in bonds of love. If Phyllis takes Horace, he promises he will not “burn for another 
woman” (non . . . alia calebo femina)—a stirring oath, and perhaps best not to bring up the 
question of whether he might burn for a boy (as in Ode IV,10). The form of this triangle, in all 
events, rehearses one found in Horace’s eleventh Epode, from earlier in his poetic career and 
set, like Horace’s own birthday, in December: there, Horace would tearfully complain about 
objects of his affection seduced rather by “money” (11 lucrum) than his own “brilliant talent” 
(11–12 candidum . . . ingenium). As he notes, what he needs is “no longer to compete with 
those who are not his equals” (18 desinet imparibus certare). This, of course, is precisely Ode 
IV,11’s lesson, administered now by Horace to Phyllis, “to avoid one who isn’t your equal 
(disparem)”. Horace’s promise in the Ode not to “burn for another woman” also echoes 
Horace’s self-counsel at Epode’s end: now that he loves Lyciscus, only “another passion (alius 
ardor) for either a beautiful girl or a well-formed boy” (27–8) can save him from himself. 
Odes IV,11 has thus taken the Epode’s love-object: Horace will not pursue Maecenas 
(deeply “unequal” (disparem) to Horace in terms of wealth), but Phyllis. This Phyllis, 
otherwise unidentified, is a birthday-guest with good literary credentials: in Virgil’s third 
Eclogue, shepherd Damoetas sings (ll. 76–7), “Send Phyllis to me: it is my birthday (meus est 
natalis), Iollas”. There, too, love is triangular, as Menalcas confesses, “I love Phyllis before all 
other women” (l. 78); the poem ends as Menalcas declares that whoever solves his riddle, “Let 
him alone have Phyllis” (l. 107). If birthday-bound Phyllis of Virgil’s third Eclogue is in 
Horace’s mind, then perhaps so too is the seventh Eclogue’s Phyllis, about whom Thyrsis 
laments (ll. 14–15), “What could I do? I had neither Alcippe, nor Phyllis, who might pen up 
my newly weaned lambs (agnos) at home”; lambs—there’s the rub. It is in fact Horace’s lamb 
that raises the first of our interrelated problems. 
The puzzle arrives in the second stanza: “the house smiles with silver, the altar bound 
with chaste verbena desires to be splashed with a sacrificed lamb” (ara . . . / . . .  avet immolato 
/ spargier agno). The problem has to do with how scholarship goes about reconstructing 
“religion” or “religions” at Rome; in this case, it is tied up specifically with the much-
misunderstood cult of the genius at Rome. Varro, we noted above, said that birthday-cult 
rendered to one’s own genius was kept bloodless, adding the explanatory comment that this 
was done “lest on that day, on which they first took up the light, they should take it away from 
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another”. Why, then, does Horace here seem to offer a lamb on Maecenas’ birthday? 
Treatments of birthday cult by WISSOWA, SCHMIDT, BURCKHARD, and others, have worked to 
excuse other apparent exceptions to Varro’s rule: Statius’ genethliacon (Silv. II,7,17–18), it is 
noted, is addressed to the already-dead Lucan; Juvenal’s reference (XI,82–5), they say, is a 
sacrifice simultaneous with the birthday, but not offered to the master’s genius. What to do, 
though, about Horace’s sacrifice of a lamb in this poem on Maecenas’ birthday, and his offering 
of a two-month old piglet for the birthday of Aelius Lamia in another (III,27,15)? Might these 
blood-offerings be acceptable because they are offered, not to the genius of the person 
honoured, but to another god? performed not by the person celebrated, but by someone else10? 
A prudent evasion hides in several brilliant pages of an important article on Virgil’s first 
Eclogue: “Rather than reject the clear testimony of Horace to Augustan practice, it seems better 
to suppose that Varro was theorizing rather than reporting any genuine belief”11.  
What DuQuesnay writes en passant could and should be taken as a motto for historians 
of religion in our time: rather than reconstruct a single, timeless, comprehensive, and bounded 
ritual or religious “system” out of all of our multifarious sources, we should allow both that a 
theorist like Varro might be out of the ordinary and that Horace might represent a practice 
otherwise invisible to us, and also that Varro might be the standard, and Horace doing 
something exceptional. We should accept that religious practices, like literary genres, are 
always in a process of change, and that they can also be put to idiosyncratic purposes by 
individual practitioners and, especially, writers as idiosyncratic as Horace. 
In the particular case of Horace’s ode on the occasion of Maecenas’ birthday, part of 
the thinking behind the blood-offering might, for example, be elucidated by examination of the 
poet’s choice of sacrificial animal. To help understand the lamb’s overdetermined role in this 
poem, and its role in mediating both the “Blood-offering Problem” and the “Birthday problem”, 
we can follow the poem’s tempo of self-revelation. Although we call this poem a genethliacon, 
a “birthday-poem”, that is something that we must learn, with Phyllis, in the poem’s middle. 
Before it is a birthday poem, the day is first a mystery, then the Ides of April. We can look to 
MACROBIUS, OVID, and their sources, authors disparate in time and genre, for contextual 
guidance, but not certainty. In MACROBIUS’ Saturnalia (I,15,14–16), Praetextatus insists on the 
association of the Ides with Jupiter, and provides a variety of explanations, including an 
Etruscan origin well suited in Horace’s poem to the Etruscan prince Maecenas (the offering of 
 
10 ARGETSINGER op. cit. p. 187. 
11 IAN DUQUESNAY, “Vergil's First Eclogue”, PLLS 3, 1981, pp. 29–182, p. 108. 
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“Ide’s sheep”, ovis Idulis) and a verb iduare, meaning “to separate”. Commentators have noted 
Horace’s etymological play on the Ides as that day that findit, “splits,” the month of April and 
this poem; they have seen, too, how April’s derivation from Aphrodite and of Aphrodite herself 
from the ἀφρός, “spume”, makes Horace’s Veneris marinae a figura etymologica. MICHAEL 
PUTNAM (op. cit. 191) has also underlined how Horace’s description of his celebration of this 
rite as sollemnis turns on what Festus described as that word’s derivation from sollus (=omnis, 
“all, entire”) and annus (“year”)—perfect for a birthday anniversary, or any festival that recurs 
on a fixed annual basis. Phyllis, of course, has a speaking name (“Ms. Leaf”) but we might add 
that Phaethon (“shining”) and Pegasus (the flying horse who casts his rider Bellerophon to 
earth) as warnings against high-flying hopes make sense as warning her off Telephus, i.e. “the 
one who shines from afar”12.  
More crucially, commentators have failed to note that Horace’s use of the Ides takes in 
more of the cultic practice and learning covered by Praetextatus’ explanations, by taking full 
advantage of the calendar’s encouragement of associations of ritual events that occur on the 
same day: Horace will take on the office of the august and deeply Augustan figure of the vates 
(prophetic bard) or singing sacerdos (priest),13 but also that of the Flamen Dialis, highest of 
priests, serving both Ides and his friend, Maecenas’, genius.14 This is not merely a question of 
lexical matching—seeing Jupiter Lucetius in Horace’s lux (“light”) or in Phyllis who “will 
shine” (fulges)—but of an implied religious script behind the event. OVID’s Fasti provides 
some context. In that poem’s first book, he explains that “On the Ides, in the temple of great 
Jupiter, the chaste priest (castus . . . sacerdos) offers to the flames the intestines of a gelded 
ram (semimaris . . . ovis)” (ll. 587–8); then, in Book V, he gives an account of all of the regular 
sacred days of the Roman month: “Worship of Juno claims the Ausonian Kalends; on the Ides, 
a larger white lamb (agna) falls for Jove, the custody of the Nones lacks a god, and for each of 
these days (be careful not to forget this) the day following will be black” (V,55–58)15. Horace’s 
sacrifice of a sheep—whether ewe, lamb or ram—would be fit for the Ides, sacred to Jupiter, 
 
12 Horace’s mention of Pegasus might turn us, too, towards its greatest enemy, the chimaera, linked with 
Maecenas at Odes II,17,13 (see R.G. NISBET AND M. HUBBARD, A Commentary on Horace: Odes, Book I, 
Oxford, 1970, ad loc.), and that beast’s apparent popularity in Etruscan iconography; cf. W.L. BROWN, The 
Etruscan Lion, Oxford, 1960, p. 155–157. 
13 e.g. Hor. Carm. IV,6,44 vatis Horati; III,1,3 Musarum sacerdos. 
14 On the coordination of days, dates, and festivals, see the classic article by MARY BEARD, “A Complex of 
Times: no more sheep on Romulus' birthday”, PCPhS 1987, pp. 1-15. 
15 This ovine gender-confusion may go back to the ambiguity of agnus, which until very late, like the genius 
itself, could be taken as either male or female . Thus, Servius Auctus (ad Aen. 2.351) speaks of a shield 
consecrated on the Capitoline, inscribed “to the genius of the city of Rome, whether male or female” (genio 
Urbis Romae, sive mas sive femina). 
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but especially so on the Ides of April, which falls in the midst of the Cerealia, a festival 
stretching from the 12th to the 19th of April. Virgil’s Georgics (I,338–342) paints a picturesque 
scene of feasting, with many of the principal ingredients of Horace’s poem represented. Both 
Virgil and Horace may be looking to HESIOD’s own Primavera (Works and Days 582–7), with 
the Greek’s goats turned lambs, his fornication hidden decorously by Virgil’s “sweet sleep”, 
less so by Horace, whose amorous intents are clear.  
Horace thus conducts the rites of spring, as well as the Ides; in this light, the “chaste 
verbena” with which the altar is garlanded might put us in mind of the “the chaste priest” who 
per Ovid performed the lamb-sacrifice on the Ides: the Flamen Dialis, “chaste” because 
hemmed in by ceremonial rules. Among other taboos, we learn from Gellius (IX,15,22–23) 
that the Flamen Dialis had to be married, and something more: “If he loses his wife, he gives 
up the priesthood. The marriage of the flamen dialis cannot be dissolved except by death”. As 
we know, Horace was a bachelor, but here he makes an offer to Phyllis: she will come to this 
celebration of the Ides and of Maecenas’ birthday, and she will be meorum finis amorum, “the 
last of my loves”. If Horace is to be the flamen, and Phyllis the flamina, then, if the darkness 
of the poem’s end be the darkness of Horace’s impending mortality, this marriage’s dissolution 
may not be that far off. 
 The Ides of April are sacred to Jupiter qua Ides, to Venus qua Aprilian, and to Ceres 
qua Cerealia, but Ovid (Fast. IV,621–4) adds a detail Horace might have enjoyed: the Ides of 
April are the birthday of the temple of Jupiter Victor and the Atrium Libertatis. “Jupiter, titled 
the Victor” Ovid writes “keeps the Ides of April: his temple was dedicated to him on this day. 
Also, on that day, if I am not wrong, Liberty began to occupy her halls that are most worthy of 
our people”. The Atrium Libertatis was the censors’ base, and is where manumission was likely 
managed and recorded; it was therefore a space with strong associations with “the alien, the 
slave, and the new citizen”16. With the addition of Asinius Pollio’s Greek and Latin bibliotheca, 
the importance of this site, and its anniversary, might be very profound for Horace “born,” or 
so he tells Maecenas (Sat. I,6,6), “to a freedman father” (me libertino patre natum). Whatever 
Horace’s actual lineage, for his persona, the Atrium Libertatis might represent a kind of rebirth-
place: the word natalis could refer not only to one’s birth, but also to the restoration of one’s 
civil rights (as in Cicero’s return from exile), as well as to the granting of the status of a freeborn 
citizen to a slave (OLD s.v. “natalis” 7b). 
 
 
16 NICHOLAS PURCELL, “Atrium libertatis”, PBSR 61 (1993) pp. 125–155, p. 146. 
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10 
Roman Birthday-Cult and Horace’s genius 
Could Horace have intended to see in Maecenas’ birthday on the Ides of April a figure 
for his own birthday? If so, what might this coordination mean? To get at these two questions, 
and to complete our answer to “The Blood-Offering Problem” together with the “Birthday 
Problem”, we must first grasp the role of birthdays in the Roman world of the 1st century BCE. 
It is not overly grandiose to say that birthdays played a part in the revolutionary transformations 
of Roman society that turned Republic into Principate17. In this, birthdays participated in the 
broader changes that have been recognized in Roman conceptions of time during that period.18 
In the Ist cent. BCE, Roman grandees made a habit of combining Roman personal birthday 
celebrations with the regnal rituals of the East in order to bend the world to their lifecycle, and 
their lifecycle to their world. When Horace was four years old, Pompey celebrated a long-
delayed triumph, designedly entering Rome on his birthday, 29 September 61 BCE (PLIN. Hist. 
Nat. XXXVII,13); this would later inspire similar orchestrations by Messala in 27 BCE (TIB. 
1,7,1; 49; 64) and the emperor Caligula for his ovatio in 40 CE (SUET. Cal. XLIX,2). That other 
famous son of Arpinum, Cicero, learned the great general’s lessons, too: returned from exile 
in 57 BCE, he delighted in knowing that the day of his Italian arrival in Brundisium took place 
on 5 August, the birthday shared by the colony (in 244 BCE), by Cicero’s own daughter, Tullia, 
who was present in Brundisium, and by the temple of Salus (“Salvation”)19. Coincidence? One 
imagines not. As in life, so in death: although Pompey died a day before his birthday (VELL. 
II,53,5; PLUT. Pomp. LXXIX,5), many historians preferred coincidence, and enjoyed the 
precedent of King Attalus, said to have died on his own birthday (PLUT. Cam. XIX,11; cf. DIO. 
XLII,5,5; PLUT. Qu. Conv. VIII,1,1); a generation later, the conspirator Cassius could say at 
Philippi, as Shakespeare put it, “Messala, this is my birthday; as this very day was Cassius 
born”. 
Shakespeare’s phrase accidentally lands on a deep historical insight: it was only due to 
the efforts of his great enemy, Julius Caesar himself, that Cassius could say upon his death day 
at Philippi, “this very day was Cassius born”. What one often calls Caesar’s reform of the 
calendar was in fact a radical reconstruction of Roman time that allowed Romans, perhaps for 
 
17 On birthday-cult at Rome, see KATHRYN ARGETSINGER, “Birthday rituals : friends and patrons in Roman 
poetry and cult”, CA, XI (1992) 175–193, esp. pp. 186–189 on Horace; this paper follows closely in that 
article’s footsteps, but focuses more closely in the ritual context of Horace’s celebration of Maecenas’ birthday, 
thus allowing it to take ARGETSINGER’s observation of the conjunction of Odes IV,11, III, 8, II, 17, and her 
proposal of a link between imperial and private cult, much further. 
18 See ANDREW WALLACE-HADRILL, “Mutatas formas : The Augustan Transformation of Roman Knowledge”, 
in KARL GALINSKY, Cambridge companion to the Age of Augustus, 2005, 55-84 ; DENIS FEENEY, Caesar’s 
Calendar, California, 2007. 
19 CIC. Att. IV,1,4 (=SB LXXIII,4); Sest. 131. 
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11 
the first time, to think of a given day as the same day as the year before and the year to come.20 
The change led almost immediately to recalibrations as purposeful as those the historian of 
religion will recognize from manipulations of Luther’s birthday by his friends and enemies21. 
Thus, when Julius Caesar added a day to the month of September, the Roman practice of 
determining a birthdate in the latter half of the month by counting back from the Kalends (or 
first) of the next, meant that Octavian’s birthday might no longer coincide with the festival of 
Apollo, which the new calendar kept on the 23rd day of that month. Given Octavian’s apparent 
hyper-identification with Apollo—at the Feast of the Twelve Gods, he dressed as the Far-
Shooter (SUET. Aug. 70)—this obviously would not do, and Octavian therefore, as FEENEY puts 
it, “treated his or her birthday as Caesar treated the festivals, keeping the same ‘day,’ but 
changing the notation”22. 
What Caesar’s calendar made possible in terms of the celebration of birthday 
anniversaries was on display in that calendar’s first year, when, says the later historian Cassius 
Dio, the senate “voted they should sacrifice for his birthdays at public expense” (XLIV,4); as 
WEINSTOCK noted (op. cit. p. 206), “There is no Roman precedent”. First apparently celebrated 
in the year 42 BCE as a universal supplicatio, the “sacrifices” mentioned took the form, by the 
IIIrd cent. CE, of “a male ox to Divus Iulius for the birth of Divus Iulius” (Fer. Dur. (YCS 7.146) 
ob natalem Divi Iuli Divo Iulio bovem marem).23 Horace writes a poem set on this celebration’s 
eve around 20 BCE (Epist. I,5); inviting the well-healed, well-born Manlius Torquatus, Horace 
has to hand normal birthday accoutrements like wine and flowers in abundance, but apologizes 
that their meal will be “entirely of greens” (2 holus omne)—no ox, then. Though seasonal 
indications favour this being Julius Caesar’s day, Augustus Caesar could not have been out of 
mind, as by the time of this poem, Augustus Caesar, too, was enjoying the unprecedented 
honour of public celebrations voted (though not necessarily celebrated) for his Apolline 
birthday as a reward for his victory of Antony and Cleopatra at Actium (DIO LI,19,2; ILS 
112).24 At Cumae, a cult calendar indicates a “sacrificial burnt-offering to Caesar” (immolatio 
 
20 FEENEY op. cit. pp. 158–160. 
21 ABY WARBURG, “Heidnischantike Weissagungen in Wort und Bild zu Luthers Zeiten”, Heidelberg, 1920. 
22 FEENEY op. cit. p. 149. On Augustus’ identification with Apollo, see JOHN F. MILLER, Apollo, Augustus and 
the Poets, Cambridge, 2009. 
23 Compare the inscription from Isernia (CIL, IX, 2628 = ILLRP, 40 (Isernia, IV), from the late 40’s BCE, which 
equivocates seems to equivocate between referring to his genius or godhead (Genio Deiui Iuli); see JOHN 
SCHEID, “Épigraphie et rituel. De quelques formulations ambigües relatives au culte imperial”, Cahiers du 
Centre Gustave Glotz, 21, 2010, pp. 285–291.    
24 As Megan GOLDMAN-PETRI has reminded me per litteras, the earliest reference to actual birthday celebrations 
for Augustus is 13 BC – his 50th birthday – orchestrated by Iulus Antonius. 
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Caesari hostia) on his birthday;25 as JOHN SCHEID noted, whatever the exact date of the cult or 
cult-place’s creation, the cult’s use of the name “Caesar” rather than “Augustus” suggests a 
senatus consultum or law promulgated prior to 27 BCE.26 In turn, Augustus arranged for the 
birthday of his grandson designated heir, C. Caesar, to be celebrated annually with the sacrifice 
of an ox (DIO LIII,8,5). 
 One of the reasons birthdays played so important a role in these political manoeuvres, 
and with Horace’s poetic and cultic imagination, had to do with the specific connection drawn 
in Roman cult between birthdays and the genius, with major ramifications for the two Problems 
of Horace’s Phyllis ode. The genius was once thought to represent sexual reproduction (e.g. 
WISSOWA, LATTE, BAYET, and ERNOUT)—Horace’s own contemporary VARRO (ap. AUG. Civ. 
Dei VII,13) called it “a god who has command and control over all things to be begot” (deus 
qui praepositus est ac vim habet omnium rerum gignendorum); the communis opinio now, 
though, reflects the broader characterization reached by GEORGE DUMÉZIL of the genius as “the 
sum—physical and moral—of the person who has just been born”27. When DUMÉZIL took up 
the subject again, he adapted the terms of the IIIrd cent. CE antiquarian CENSORINUS (De die 
natale III,1) to give what remains the most thorough definition of the Roman genius: 
 
“Genius is either the personality of an individual as it is constituted at his birth, or that personality 
conceived as a double, physically and morally joined with the individual from his birth to his death, or a 
kind of divinity that is specially attached to the individual and that demands cultic worship, in particular 
at the anniversaries of his birth”28. 
 
A rich quarry for information on the genius, as DUMÉZIL saw, is the cultural, ritual, and literary 
production surrounding the Roman (anniversary) birthday, when the genius could be honoured 
by the birthday person, and by his or her family, dependents, and friends29. DUMÉZIL’s search 
for origins turned him to Plautus’ comedies (IIIrd–IInd cent. BCE), but he largely left untouched 
an especially rich vein that is at the centre of this paper’s interest: literary works falling under 
the category of the genethliacon, or “birthday-poem”. The division between literary and 
 
25 Feriale Cumanum, Degrassi 1963, p. 279 (between 4 and 14 BCE). 
26 SCHEID, “Épigraphie” op cit., p. 287. 
27 GEORGE DUMÉZIL, La Religion romaine archaïque avec un appendice sur la religion des Etrusques. Paris, 
Payot, 1974, p. 364. The genius is not treated by MAURIZIO BETTINI & WILLIAM MICHAEL SHORT (edd.), The 
World through Roman Eyes: Anthropological Approaches to Ancient Culture, Cambridge, 2018. 
28  GEORGE DUMÉZIL, “Encore Genius”, Hommages à Robert Schilling, 1982, pp. 85–92, reprinted in L’oubli de 
l’homme et l’honneur des dieux et autres essais, Paris, 1985, pp. 179-9; translation author’s own. 
29 Much of the relevant evidence is gathered in W. SCHMIDT, Pauly-Wissowa, RE s.v. “Geburtstag”; A. 
STUIBER, RLAC s.v. “Geburtstag”. 
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13 
religious studies is partially responsible for the extent to which a very large number of poems 
connected with birthday-cult in Horace’s oeuvre, and in the work of his contemporaries, have 
gone unidentified and therefore misinterpreted.30 It may be, too, that because the study of 
birthday cult means treating literature as a source of documentary history, comedy has proved 
an easier mine of social realia than poetry. In any event, with the genius as with any other 
religious notion, we need to be alive to idiosyncratic articulations if we are to get beyond broad-
brush generalizations in order to attempt, for example, a phenomenological description of a 
genius-accompanied life, and its variance across periods, classes, and places.  
Different authors defined the genius in different ways, but because Horace’s birthday 
poems are our focus, it is from Horace’s own (roughly contemporary) definition that we take 
our lead the better to put to rest, at last, the Blood-Offering and Birthday Problems of Odes IV, 
11. Horace’s definition of genius, which we have already seen, arrives towards the end of his 
Epistle to Florus, one of his last poetic productions. There, Horace gives what amounts to a 
novel theology of the genius in answer to the question of how two brothers can be dissimilar 
even when they share the same star, i.e. when they are twins (ll. 187–189): 
 
scit genius, natale comes qui temperat astrum, 
naturae deus humanae, mortalis in unum 
quodque caput, uoltu mutabilis, albus et ater. 
 
“The genius knows, that fellow-traveller who governs one’s birth-star, god of a human nature, mortal 
with respect to each person’s life, changeable in appearance, white and black”.31 
 
Horace’s expressions have the ring of tradition, but nothing is hackneyed. A more orthodox 
discussion of the matter of twins can be found in Cicero’s On Divination (II,90), where all 
determinative force is kept a matter for celestial mechanics, with variation occurring through 
what “the moon modifies” (91 cum . . . luna moderetur); in Horace, variation “is not in our 
stars, but in ourselves”.32 Take, for example, the phrases: natale astrum, “birth-star”, awaits 
late antiquity (OPTAT. PORF. Carm. XXIV,13), and the genius is comes, “fellow-traveller”, 
until the XVIth cent. neo-Latin poet PETRUS SECUNDUS concludes his own Horatian birthday 
genethliacon (I,30 Ad Marcum Eridanum in die natali suo). As for the explanation itself, we 
 
30 Upcoming work by the author will give a broad account of such “missing” birthday-poems in Horace. 
31 For commentary, see CHARLES BRINK, Horace on Poetry: Epistles Book II, Cambridge, 1982, pp. 385–91, 
441–444. 
32 WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE, Julius Caesar, I, ii, 140–1. 
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14 
are not told whose genius this is who “knows”, whether of the active or layabout brother: 
presumably, either of their genii would be able to explain, or perhaps any old genius might 
clarify so simple and universal a point as an individual genius’ manipulation of his fellow-
traveller’s fate. Whichever of the two possesses this genius, to it is attributed both power 
(temperat) and knowledge (scit) and a share of both what is human (humanae . . . naturae) and 
divine (deus). If one’s “star” (astrum) determines one’s mores, as Horace implies and after him 
MANILIUS lays down (IV.370–1), then Horace’s genius is what makes a man his own man. As 
Horace closes a poem that invokes a patron’s genius, “Each must measure himself by his own 
standard and measure” (98 metiri se quemque suo modulo ad pede uerum est). The genius is 
such a standard, and is, for Horace, something like what the clinamen, or “swerve”, was to 
Lucretius’ atomic determinism, allowing individual departures from deterministic scripts.33 
 In allowing distinction amidst otherwise deterministic similarity, Horace’s genius 
implies a theory of individuality, one whose contours can be seen in its novel solution to the 
problem of twins. If the genius can “temper” (moderate, govern, or as we might say, “tune”) 
one’s star, then two people with the same star could still be different. Horace’s model thus 
allows for a theory of twins closer to that which CLAUDE LÉVI-STRAUSS attributed to the people 
of the Americas, whereby twins that seem identical end up dissimilar, than to that which he 
saw at work (after DUMÉZIL) in the long history of Western cosmologies going back to the 
Greeks and the Romans, whereby what seems to differentiate twins gives way to an 
overweening sense of identity34. Levi-Strauss’ model is vindicated, though, by the failure of 
Horace’s novel conception of the “tempering” genius to win many takers in the Latin literary 
tradition. When STATIUS takes up Horace’s “tempering of the stars” in the first book of his 
Thebaid—Mercury, preparing flight, puts on winged sandals and “with his wide hat clouds his 
hair and tempers the stars” (obnubitque comas et temperat astra galero, I,305)—Horace’s 
geniology has been left behind. It would take a millennium before ALAIN OF LILLE 
(Anticlaudianus IV,403–6), having grasped something of Horace’s meaning (and perhaps its 
dangerous paganism), reintegrated the genius into Statius’ phraseological adaptation. Thus, 
from the perspective of the history of religion, Horace’s implicit theology is a failed theology.  
The one apparent exception to this rule of failure in fact confirms Horace’s novelty and 
uniqueness. Horace’s closest reader, the Neronian satirist Persius, takes up his master’s 
expression to describe himself as somehow twinned with his teacher, Cornutus (Sat. V,45–51): 
 
33 The author aims in upcoming work to explore the relationship between Horace’s birthday-poems and 
Epicureans’ birthday-cult for their magister. 
34 CLAUDE LÉVI-STRAUSS, Histoire de Lynx, Plon, 1991. 
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“Both of our days agree (consentire) in fixed accord and are led by one star (sidere)”, for 
whatever the constellations, “there is some star (astrum) that fuses me (temperat) with you”. 
Persius, as one can see, has deliberately made Horace’s expression accord with the views of 
astrologers by removing the genius from the picture entirely. Thus, where Horace has each 
man’s genius “temper” his natal star, Persius has some “star” (astrum) temper him in concert 
with his master, Cornutus35. In this, Horace’s genius looks a great deal like the opinion of the 
vulgar that Pliny the Elder hoped to dispel (II,29): “There is no such association (societas),” 
insisted the encyclopedist, between us and the heaven that the brilliance of the stars there is 
along with our own fate mortal”. 
 
Horace and Maecenas’ genius, their Birthdays and Rebirthdays 
 What the implications are for such a belief, and what circumstances brought Horace to 
devise so novel a response to the nature of the genius and its relationship to individuals born at 
the same time, can both, perhaps, be illuminated by Horace’s Odes IV,11. As we have seen, 
the Ides of April might thus represent not only a birthday for Maecenas, but, perhaps for 
Horace, too. This helps to explain not only the apparent formal oddity of this poem—that it 
seems to leave Maecenas’ birthday behind just as soon as it finds it, lingering instead with 
Horace and Phyllis—but also Horace’s note that Maecenas’ birthday is “almost” (paene) as 
dear to him as his own. His own birthday is on his mind. Thus, if Maecenas is the genius 
worshipped by unchaste Horace the paradoxically chaste flamen Dialis on this Ides of April, 
then he is aligned with the day that helped transform Horace from the kind of person he was 
born as, into the kind of person he was meant to be. All of which is to say, in his alteration of 
what seemed determined by fate, Maecenas and his ides seem rather close in form to what 
Horace called the genius: “that fellow-traveller who governs one’s birth-star”. 
 The link that Odes IV,11 suggests between the two men’s birthdays—Maecenas’ real 
birth, Horace’s ancestral rebirth—is in fact the culmination of a long process linking the two 
in birth, life, and death. To begin with the end, we may recall that the Suetonian life cites some 
lines of Maecenas’ poetry that seem a proper response to Horace’s Phyllis ode—“If I do not 
love you, Horace, more than my own intestines, behold your comrade scraggier than a ragdoll” 
(Ni te visceribus meis, Horati, / Plus iam diligo, tu tuum sodalem / Nimio videas 
strigosiorem)—and then turns to Maecenas’ last will and testament, which directs Augustus to 
 
35 That Persius’ alteration is deliberate is suggested by his implicit taking up of Horace’s formulation for himself 
in a more private capacity, addressing his own natal chart: “You, my horoscope, produce twins with divergent 
genius” (VI,18–19) geminos, horoscope, varo producis genio). 
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“Be as mindful of Horace as of myself” (Horati Flacci ut mei esto memor). Maecenas and 
Horace die in the same year, but not on the same day; as for their births, though, as we have 
seen, Horace’s poetry makes their births (in an extended sense) coincide more closely. As 
regards their initial birth, the dates are distinct: Maecenas on the Ides of April, Horace, 
according to the Vita, on the eighth of December. Their significant rebirths, however, coincide, 
at least according to Horace: Maecenas was a famous hypochondriac, but Horace frequently 
refers to a near-death illness of particular consequence, one from which Odes III,8 has 
Maecenas recover on the Kalends of March, thus explaining the bachelor Horace’s cult actions 
on the day of the Matronalia, otherwise a holiday for married couples. As Horace explains, he 
had a near-death experience of his own, the fall of a tree treated more extensively in Odes II,13. 
For the date of that tree-fall, however, we must turn to Odes II,17, the poem that sparked our 
“Birthday problem”, and which implores Maecenas to stop worrying Horace to death with his 
own health complaints; in that poem, Horace asserts that the applause for Maecenas in the 
theatre mentioned in Odes I,20 was for his recovery from illness, but also notes the day of 
Maecenas’ recovery coincided with that day on which Horace miraculously, through the 
agency of the god Faunus, was saved from the fall of a tree (II,17,22–30). 
According to this tale, revealed piecemeal or retrospectively, Horace and Maecenas 
were both, therefore, “reborn” on the 1 March. Odes II,17, as we have seen in our articulation 
of the “Birthday problem,” notes with wonder that “for both of us the star (astrum) coincides 
in a miraculous way” (Carm. II,17,12 utrumque nostrum incredibili modo consentit astrum). 
Now we can understand why and make sense of that poem’s emphasis on the coincidence of 
their lives and deaths. Horace will note in the implicit theology of the genius in his Epistle to 
Florus that the genius, “that fellow-traveller”, is itself “mortal with respect to each person’s 
life”; in this poem, Horace calls Maecenas “a part of my soul” (Carm. II.17.5 meae . . . partem 
animae) whose death would herald Horace’s own, with both of them “ready as fellow-travellers 
(comites) to take the final journey” (Carm. II,17,11–12 supremum carpere iter comites parati). 
Horace and Maecenas, that is, stand as genius the one for the other36. From the later perspective 
of Odes IV,11, the birthday poems thus begin to form a closed loop, with the birth of “my 
Maecenas” and libertas on 13 April made possible by and in turn making possible the salvation 
of both Horace and Maecenas on 1 March. 
 
36 It is certainly no accident that the only other person so honoured is Virgil, who is dimidium animae meae, “the 
half-part of [Horace’s] soul” in Odes 1.3, and is likely the person addressed, in death, in Odes IV,12. 
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We have, then, at last, an answer to our “Birthday Problem”: Horace and Maecenas 
have different birthdays, but, according to an intricate and evolving process of revelation (or 
invention) by Horace, share 1 March as “Rebirthday”.37 In coining such a conjunction, and 
spinning its course out over the course of his lifetime, Horace adapted a tool put to great use 
by Cicero, as WEINSTOCK (op. cit. p. 189) showed. Thus, Cicero could call the Nones of 
December 63 BCE, when the Senate had agreed with him to war against the Catilinarians, a 
new birthday for the city (CIC. Cat. III,2; Flacc. 102); in his poem on his own consulate, it is 
therefore no mere exaggeration when he addresses the city, “O fortunate Rome, born with me 
as consul” (FPL frg. 17 M. o fortunatam natam me consule Romam). Cicero’s re-fathering of 
the city, WEINSTOCK notes in passing, can be seen behind Livy’s ascription (VI,13) of the same 
achievement by Camillus in the city’s legendary period. As for himself, Cicero would later 
speak of the senate’s declaration of his return from exile, on 4 August 57 BCE, as a new 
birthday: “That day gave birth to me” (P. red. Sen. 27 ille dies . . . natalem constituit) and 
“From my parents, as a child, I was created, and by you I am born (natus) as a consul” (P. red. 
Quir. 5)  he says to public gatherings at Rome; privately, he writes to Atticus, “Make it possible 
for me to celebrate the birthday of my return (diemque natalem reditus mei) in your house”, 
(SB 65.1) and “I am counting, as it were, from a new beginning of life” (SB 73.8 alterius vitae 
quoddam initium ordimur)38. Both Cicero’s urban and personal “rebirths” build on Roman 
figures of speech that went back to the days of Plautus (Capt. 891, Poen. 1077), and on the 
double birthdays (birth and accession) of Hellenistic kings (Or. Gr. LVI,6; XC,47; 383–84; 
Justin XXXVII,2,1; Jos. A.J. XV,11,6). Horace’s creation of shared rebirthday thus recreates, 
in the private sphere, what Cicero had made so crucial a part of his public life. 
In turn, this solution to the “Birthday Problem” provides a further answer to the “Blood-
offering Problem”. Horace, we recall, credited god Faunus with saving him from the falling 
tree; for this, the poet offered a “humble lamb” (II,17,32 humilem . . . agnam). In fact, all the 
Odes’ agnus or agna-offerings are either to Faunus (Odes II,17 and I,4) or Maecenas (in this 
poem)39. Horace’s offering of the lamb in IV,11 thus culminates a long process of identification 
of Horace with Maecenas, with poet and his patron’s days of birth and rebirth inextricably 
 
37 For the more extreme case of the use of birthday-poems in the invention of poetica personae, see THOMAS 
HUBBARD, “The Invention of Sulpicia”, The Classical Journal, Vol. 100, No. 2 (Dec., 2004 - Jan., 2005), 177-
194. 
38 Cicero could have coined a Latin substantive for “Rebirthday” from the verb renascor, “to be reborn,” but opts 
for Greek παλιγγενεσία, “rebirth” or “regeneration,” used before Horace for Stoic notions of cosmos, and after by 
Christians for resurrection (MATT. XIX,28) and baptismal regeneration (EP. TIT. III,5). 
39 Odes I,4 may hint at 1 March or its environs as dramatic date: although the Zephyr it describes began 
traditionally to blow on 8 February (OVID, Fasti 145–8), the opening of the navigation season, which it goes on 
to describe, was dated to early March. 
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linked through acts of cult. And not only the days, but, perhaps, too, the years. Odes 3.8, on 
the Kalends of March, asks for wine from the year of the consulship of Tullus, which, as 
commentators note, might equally fit the consul Luctius Volcatius Tullus consul in 66 BCE, as 
his son of the same name, consul in 33 BCE. From the perspective of the identification of 
Horace with Maecenas, both are interesting, and, perhaps, implied; if the wine is that of 66 
BCE, then this might be a reference to Maecenas’ birthday, which would put his natal birthday 
a year and a half prior to that of Horace, for whom wine was put down in the following year, 
65 BCE, in the consulship of Torquatus Manlius, as noted in Epode XIII (l. 6) and in Odes 
III,21, a hymn addressed to that very wine-jar.  
If, on the other hand, we see the wine of Odes III,8 as bottled in 33 BCE, as some think 
a likely date for the grant of the Sabine villa, then an interesting possibility emerges in 
connection with our own poem, and that helps solve one final, not so much problem, as odd 
choice, if only noticeable to the genuine Roman oenophile40. At the beginning of our Ode, 
Horace calls for Alban wine that has been stored nine years; as commentators note, this is five 
years shy of that wine’s maturity, per Athenaeus (1.26d). Why, then, does Horace call for wine 
in its ninth year? The answer may be inspired by poetological climacterics, though the results 
are merely speculative given the tenuous certainty of the dating. It is thought probable that 
Horace received his Sabine villa as a gift from Maecenas in 33 BCE; eight years later (or, nine 
years by Roman inclusive counting) we find ourselves in 25 BCE, a plausible year for 
Maecenas’ illness and Horace’s near-fatal encounter with the tree; eight years beyond that 
(again, nine years by Roman inclusive counting), we are in 17 BCE, the most important “event” 
in Horace’s late-life, the year of the Carmen Saeculare. That time-difference, to ears trained to 
Horace, is poetologically significant: in the Ars Poetica, Horace will ask that all works of 
poetry be “put aside for nine years” (nonumque prematur in annum, 338), likely an allusion to 
Catullus’ epigram (XCV) concerning Cinna’s nine-years labour on the Zmyrna. Odes IV,11 
begins with nine-year old wine, but ends with a request that Phyllis “learn well the lyric modes 
that you will render with that voice of yours that is to be loved: by song, are black cares 
lessened”; might this mean that Horace is asking Phyllis to sing “modes” composed for the 
special event of the Carmen Saeculare, an event in which Horace could participate only 
because, years before, he had been saved from the fall of a tree and Maecenas had recovered 
from illness, and because, an equal number of years before that, Maecenas had gifted Horace 
 
40 On the question of dates, see R.G. NISBET & N. RUDD, A Commentary on Horace: Odes Book III, Oxford, 
2015, ad III,8,11–12 (and intro.). 
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with his Sabine villa? If so, the song Phyllis is bidden to “render” (IV,11,35 reddas) would 
resemble other songs referred to in Odes IV, from the poet’s portrait of the now-married women 
recalling how as a chorus-girl she “rendered” (IV,6,43 reddidi) Horace’s Carmen Saeculare 
(IV,6,41–4) to the book’s closing prediction of a Carmen Saeculare-like song to come of Venus 
and her descendants (IV,15,29–32).41 
 
Conclusion: The State and Birthdays Public, Private, and Solitary 
Thus, to the triangulations of Ode IV,11 we can now see three corresponding spheres: 
the public celebration of the Ides, the private celebration of Maecenas’ birthday, and the 
solitary or semi-solitary celebration by Horace of his own various births and rebirths. If in Odes 
II,17, “the breath of fiery Chimaera . . . cannot divide” Horace from Maecenas (ll. 13–15 me 
nec Chimaerae spiritus igneae . . . divellet umquam), now Horace will use Hellenized 
expressions to warn Phyllis, and perhaps himself, away from that hero and steed responsible 
for the Chimaera’s death: “and winged Pegasus proffers a weighty example, being weighted 
down by the terrestrial horseman, Bellerophon” (IV,11,26–8 exemplum grave praebet ales / 
Pegasus terrenum equitem gravatus / Bellerophontem). In the next poem, Virgil may be dead; 
in this poem, Maecenas is as good as dead, whether because (as tradition has it) he had lost 
courtly favour or was bedridden with illness, or because his presence was no longer required 
for Horace’s immediate ends42. 
 The veneration for the genius of another, especially one’s better, can take place, this 
poem shows us, in that better man’s absence, with no loss of obligation, jubilation, or potential 
benefit. In this, Horace provides a lesson for all citizens of the new form of State the Principate 
helped birth. We may, therefore, moderate WEINSTOCK’s judgment, which forms the epigraph 
of this essay, that Horace’s observance of Maecenas’ birthday “belonged to the private sphere”. 
In fact, by honouring Maecenas’ birthday and worshipping his genius in a way that connects 
all of these acts with his own rebirths into life and social status, Horace teaches us in his 
intimate way how to celebrate the births of other people, whether a Maecenas or a Caesar, and 
to do so within the context of one’s own experience of rebirth through them. The fact that 
Horace seems in Ode IV,11 to take up the pose of the Flamen Dialis, an office famously 
 
41 See RICHARD THOMAS, op. cit. pp. 172, 270, who, though, sees Phyllis as “very different from the singer” of 
the Carmen Saeculare at Hor. Carm. IV,6, 43–4. 
42 On the life of Maecenas, see P. LE DOZE, Mécène, ombres et flamboyances, Paris, 2014 ; C. CHILLET, De 
l'Étrurie à Rome. Mécène et la fondation de l'Empire, Rome, 2016 ; PETER MOUNTFORD, Maecenas, Abingdon, 
Oxon, 2019. 
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awarded but not held by Julius Caesar and left unfilled until the 10’s BCE, is in itself suggestive 
of such ends. 
The birthday-complex linking Horace and Maecenas that this study has revealed thus 
shares its contours with the dynamic development by fits, starts, by paths never or not 
immediately taken, of what we have come to call the imperial cult. In this sense, Horace’s 
poem on Maecenas’ birthday clarifies the mindset implicit in pouring out of wine to the numen, 
or “divine spirit”, of Augustus, and the twice-daily liturgy Horace describes, or prescribes, for 
his fellow Romans in an earlier poem in the book, and addressed to Augustus (Carm. IV,5,37–
40): “‘O good leader, may you grant long holidays to Hesperia!’, we declare soberly in the 
morning when the day is whole, we declare wet with wine when the sun is underneath the 
Ocean”. Horace can celebrate Maecenas (and his genius) on his birthday in Maecenas’ absence 
just as easily as he can daily pray and give libations to and for the numen of the absent 
Augustus; for CASSIUS DIO (LI,19,7), it was decreed after Actium at Rome that “at banquets, 
not only public (koinois) but also private (idiois), all were to pour a libation to him (autwi 
spendein)”. For Horace, pouring twice-daily a libation for Augustus’ “divine spirit together 
with his household gods” (Carm. IV,5,34–35 et Laribus tuum . . . numen) replicates what 
choruses of boys and girls, like those that sang Horace’s Carmen Saeculare in 17 BCE, 
continue to do for the goddess Venus, with “twice a day boys together with tender maidens 
celebrating your divine spirit” (Carm. IV,1,25–27 bis pueri die / numen cum teneris uirginibus 
tuum / laudantes). Whether such a libation or prayer as imagined by Cassius or by Horace was 
poured daily or on his birthday anniversary to Augustus’ numen, his genius, or himself—a 
question scholarship continues to debate43—and whether or not one or more of these entities 
were worshipped at the compital shrine of the Lares—a once-established historical fact of 
Augustan cult that recent work has rendered highly dubious44—Horace’s birthday practice 
allows for cultic veneration of another living person not only in public and in private, but also 
in the solitary sphere of oneself, with such worship at home not only in banquets but also in 
dawn’s sober light.  
 
43 SCHEID, “Épigraphie” op. cit. pp. 285–6. 
44 HARRIET FLOWER, The Dancing Lares and the Serpent in the Garden: Religion at the Roman Street Corner, 
Princeton, 2017, esp. p. 310: “In the end, the cult of Augustus’ genius, fully equipped with daily libations in the 
home and regular animal sacrifice at the street corner, needs to be recognized as a phantom of early twentieth-
century scholarship.” For a different approach, see DUNCAN FISHWICK, Imperial Cult in the Latin West II,1, 
Brill, 1987–1982, esp. p. 376, and EMMANUELLE ROSSO, “Genius Augusti. Construire la divinité impériale en 
images”, in S. ESTIENNE, V. HUET, F. LISSARRAGUE, F. PROST, (edd.) Figures de dieux. Construire le divin en 
image, Rennes, 2015, pp. 39-76. 
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In coming to grips with Horace’s experimentation with such ideas—whether vis-à-vis 
theories of the genius, birthday-cult, or Augustus’ numen and Lares—we would do well to 
keep in mind CHARLES BRINK’s wise warning (op. cit. 51) that “The prudent and highly 
institutional approach to matters of cult and appellation on the part of Augustus and his advisers 
is scarcely on a par with the poetic expressions of volitions, emotions and hopes”; it is to such 
expressions, volatile and varied as they often are, that one must attend if one is to understand 
Horace’s own poetic and cultic imagination. Seen in this light, Horace’s celebration in the 
solitary sphere of his own household of the private event of his friend’s birthday thus represents 
an internalization of the very public sphere of the State that had recently come into being 
through, in part, the careful manipulation of birthday cult by Julius Caesar and his chosen heir, 
Octavian. For the late Horace, Augustus is unique among men-turned-gods in being a praesens 
deus, a god imminent to his altars wherever worshipped, even while “you are still present [in 
life]” (Epist. 2.1.15 tibi praesente). No less than the coniuratio Italiae of 31 BCE, when the 
“whole of Italy” swore an oath of allegiance to Octavian, the Caesars’ birthday-cult, which 
might have been thought to link each celebrant to their genius and make their genius in a sense 
their own, helped contribute to the very notion of a State, linking the individual citizen to that 
State’s human avatar, the mainstay of its prosperity, the princeps in his regnal function, if not 
office. Horace may in his poems perform this function as high priest of the genius of Maecenas 
(which is as good as being the high priest of his own genius), but his poetry constitutes, in turn, 
a cosmography upon which each individual’s political theology of empire might in the future 
rely for guidance, script, and inspiration. Through Odes IV, 11 and the birthday-poems to 
which it serves as culmination, readers can take Maecenas’ and Horace’s twinned genii as the 
objects of their own veneration, their births and rebirths as, in some ways, their own. It will be 
a matter for future scholarship to inquire as to how such a practice of association with Rome’s 
poet and his patron might teach Romans of Horace’s day and onwards how to take the genius 
or numen or birthday of the Caesar as, similarly, their own, whether by morning’s light or 
“when the sun is underneath the Ocean”. 
